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Uzmnm the past two hundred years, there have been many
attempts to make English the official language of the United
States, While supporters of Official English have been successful
in imposing English, on a symbolic or a functional level, in a
number of cities and counties, in some twenty-three states, and
even in some businesses, they have not been successful at the
national level. Americans have shied away from proposed Con-
stitutional amendments that would make English official, because
the idea has always been closely associated with prejudice against
people who do not speak the language, whether they are immi-
grants or natives, and because in the end, the vast majority of
non-English-speaking Americans wind up speaking English after
all, a situation which renders drastic Constitutional action un-
necessary (Baron 19%0),

Official English movements come in waves, cycles in which
Americans become protective and look inward, avoiding foreign
entanglements that seem threatening. The United States experi-
enced such a cycle in the 1890s in response to increasing immi-
gration, and again in the 1920s, after World War L. Official English
reemerged as an issue in the 1980s in response to renewed immi-
gration and to U.S. involvement both militarily and economi-
cally on the international scene, and accompanying the rapid
spread of English around the physical and virtual globe. It would
not be surprising if the new millennium were abetting concerns
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about keeping America for the Americans, something that Offi-
cial English legislation promises to do.

In this essay, I look at this latest cycle of official English,
which ranges from the very local—an Amarillo custody hearing
and an insurance office dispute—to the national level, where leg-
islation to make English the official language of the federal gov-
ernment has been pending for several years. Along the way, 1
consider as well the fate of bilingual education, the proposed
Puerto Rican statehood referendum, and the Ebonics controversy.
All of these recent manifestations of official English suggest that
the United States is moving closer than it ever has to accepting
some sort of formal language policy at the federal level. But that
does not mean such a policy is inevitable. While language is a
popular issue, in that it attracts attention and most people have
an opinion on what language policy should be, it is also an issue
that quickly disappears when more important matters loom. An
election, an international incident, a political scandal, or a twitch
in the economy quickly turns legislators away from language
policy to an issue they see as having more meat, and the public is
happy to follow that lead. Even so, Americans keep returning to
what [ have called the English Only question, feeling the need to
protect a language that without formal protection has been more
successful than any other language in human history

Spanish Abuse

In June 1995, an Amarillo, Texas, district court judge, ruling in a
child custody suit, accused Martha Laureano of child abuse for
speaking Spanish to her five-year-old daughter (Verhovek 1995).
Judge Samuel C. Kiser ordered the mother to speak only English
to the girl, who would encer kindergarten that fall. He warned
that English was necessary for her daughter to “do good in
school.” Even worse, the judge added, without English the girl
would be condemned to a life as a maid.

When the story broke at the end of August thar summer,
there was a national outery against this overreaching and misdi-
rected decision. Judge Kiser, sensing that some fence-mending
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might be appropriate, held a press conference and apologized to
maids, insisting that he held them in high esteem. But he held
resolutely to his English Only order. _

The judge’s own mastery of English grammar is not the issue
here. Nor are the obvious free-speech concerns of the case or the
fact that Kiser’s equation of speaking Spanish with child abuse
draws attention away from the serious forms of abuse that do
warrant legal intervention. Judge Kiser reached his unwise deci-
sion, which I would characterize as language abuse, without even
considering Martha Laureano’s reason for speaking Spanish to
her daughter, Laureano was in fact bilingual in English and Span-
ish, and she knew that once her daughter entered school she would
quickly lose her Spanish. So the mother spoke Spanish at home
to the child in an attempt—one she knew was probably doomed—
to maintain some Spanish in the face of the inevitable transition
to English that was soon to come.

It was Judge Kiser, not Martha Laureano, who was practic-
ing a traditional American form of language abuse. For many
years, young speakers of Spanish, Navajo, Chinese, and other
minority languages in the United States were beaten, humiliated,
or given detentions if they used their first language in classrooms
or the schoolyard. Such punishments did not accelerate the stu-
dents’ adoption of English. As the average student chafing under
a language requirement will artest, you cannot make someone
speak a “foreign” language. Physical force and corporal punish-
ment do even less to secure linguistic compliance.

Language abuse is common in the adult world as well. Work-
ers are regularly disciplined or fired by employers for using lan-
guages other than English on the job or during breaks. In 1994
the Teamsters Union filed a class-action complaint against the
Dolphin Hotel at Walt Disney World in federal court in Orlando,
charging that the Dolphin’s English Only policy discriminated
against its Haitian and Hispanic¢/Latino housekeeping and laun-
dry workers (Lewin 1994). The hote! denied having such a policy.
A year after the Laureano case, a small Amarillo, Texas, insur-
ance agency fired two women who were bilingual in English and
Spanish and had been hired for their ability to speak Spanish to
Hispanic/Latine customers (Verhovek 1997). The owner of the

agtiny Uid HOL BKe the fact that these bilingual clerks spoke Span-
ish to one another as well as to customers. She asked them to
sign a pledge making the agency “an English speaking office ex-
cept when we have customers who can't speak our language.”
When they refused, she fired them. The clerks felt insulted. The
owners felt the clerks were being rude, “almost like they were
whispering to each other behind our backs” (A10). Thisis a com-
mon scenario: paranoid employers are certain their employees
are talking about them if they use a language other than English,
so they institute an English-only requirement. Federal law is vague
when it comes to the regulation of language that is not specifi-
cally job related. The courts have not been particularly helpful
here, either, sometimes ruling for the employer, sometimes for
the employee.

Suppression of languages other than English has been a fea-
ture of U.S. language policy for the past 150 years. In extreme
cases, banning foreign languages was tied to issues of national
security, Soon after the United States entered World War Iin April
1917, twenty-five states banned the teaching of German in the
schools. In May 1918, the governor of lowa forbade the use of
any foreign language in the schools, on the streets, or on the
telephone, a more public instrument then than it is.now. German .
words that had entered English were targets for replacement:
hamburgers became “liberty sandwiches,” and sauerkraur was
renamed “liberty cabbage.” Superpatriots caught the “liberty
measles” (rubella, the rechnical name for German measles, prob-
ably sounded suspiciously foreign as well). German street names
in U.S. cities were similarly sanitized, many of them forever. In
1995 the Cincinnati City Council considered a request to reha-
bilitate the city’s geographical past by displaying informational
signs on twelve area streets which had lost their earlier German
names (Cincinnati Enquirer 1995). Thus English Street would
receive a 12" by 18" sign reading, “Formerly German Street,
renamed April 9, 1918 because of the anti-German hysteria dur-
ing WW1L" Other renamed streets included Woodrow (formerly
Berlin} Streer, Republic (Bremen) Street, Connecticut (Frankforr)
Avenue, Stonewall (Hamburg) Street, Panama (Vienna) Streer,
and Orion Avenue (Wilhelm Street).
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ployees because not enough local residents speak Spanish well

++++ While Spanish is widely spoken in Miami, statistics indicate

that immigrants are learning English and that their children pre-
fer English® (Mears 1997). Miami’s director of bilingual educa-
tion notes that 90 percent of elementary school students rake
Spanish, but once it becomes an elective in middle school, they
drop it. Only 6 percent of Dade County students study Spanish
in high school (Mears 1997). It seems that, despite the percep-
tion of visiting Midwesterners, bilingual announcements at the
Miami airport and Cuban restaurants have not turned Miami
into a foreign country,

The “German vote” also turns our o be an illusion. Several
times a year I get questions abour the legendary vote in which
German supposedly lost out to English. It is a vorte that never
took place. A new story seems to be circulating in the Greek
American community that in the late eighteenth century, it was
Greek that was beaten by English by a mere one vote. These
stories are myths—nothing like them ever happened. In the sup-
posed struggles between English, German, Greek, Native Ameri-
can languages, Chinese, and now Spanish, the outcome was never
in doubt, not for a second. English wins. Hands down. Every
time. End of story. _

Language and the Puerto Rican Statehood Referendum

Still, supporrers of Official English raise the specter not only of
Germany but also of Quebec. They lock to Puerto Rico as one
area where language legislation will be critical, In 1998 Puerto
Rico observed its one-hundredth year as a possession of the United
States. Anticipating this, Congress considered a self-determina-
tion referendum for the Commonwealth, giving it the option to
choose independence, statehood, or continued commonwealth
status, When the House of Representatives debated this referen-
dum in the summer of 1997, conservatives tried to amend the
bill to require English as Puerto Rico's official language. In 2
letter to the Washington Post, one Official English supporter
warned that unless Puerto Ricans were required to accept En-
glish as their official language, statehood for the Commonwealth



would open the door to official national bilingualism for the rest
of the United States and the divisiveness which that move was
sure to entail. He concluded, “The cultural and linguistic apart-
heid that now exists in Canada should be a warning bell tolling
loudly for congressional attention. With the racial and ethnic ten-
sions this country already has, do we need to voluntarily create
our own Quebec?” (Hopwood 1997, A20),

The House passed the Puerto Rican feférendum measure by
one vote, once Official English requirements were softened. As
passed, the bill encourages Puerto Rico, under the heading “En-
glish Language Empowerment,” to “promote the teaching of
English” so that students “achieve English language proficiency
by the age of 10, There was no Senate action on the bill in
1997, and the matter was revived in both houses the following
year. In the 1998 version of the House bill, the language issue is
left open, though the act hints at the possibility that the United
States may in the future establish 2 more formal Official English
policy, in which case Puerto Rico will get no special treatment:

In the event that a referendum held under this Act results in ap-
proval of sovereignty leading to Statehood, upon accession to
Statehood, the official language requirements of the Federal Gov-
ernment shall apply to Puerto Rico in the same manner and to
the same extent as throughout the United States.

In addition, the bill seeks to promote English to facilitate interac-
tion between state and federal levels; to give citizens “the lan-

- guage skill necessary to contribute to and participate in all aspects
of the Nation”; and to allow “all citizens of Puerto Rico to take
full advantage of the opportunities and responsibilities accorded
to all citizens, including education, economic activities, occupa-
tional opportunities, and civic affairs” (H.R. 856 1997).

The Senate began considering the referendum bill during the
summer of 1998. So far, the language question has not been re-
visited, but it is sure to resurface as the bill moves closer to a
vote. If Puerto Rican voters do choose statehood, that starehood
must then be approved by Congress. In the past, Congress has
withheld statehood from areas where English was not the domi-
nant language, including Michigan and, more recently, New

Mexico. Assuming Congress approves statehood for Puerto Rico,
the referendum bill provides for a transition period of no more
than ten years. Those ten years would provide yet another fasci-
nating chaprer in the history of U.S. language policy. In any case,
the situation will be different from that in Quebec: for one thing,
as the Québecois consider secession from Om_.ﬁ.n_m., the m.cnn.no
Ricans are contemplating the possibility of solidifying their ties
with the mainland.

Official Language Goes to School

The possibility of Puerto Rican statehood is only one o.m several
areas in which Official English comes into play. The issues of
bilingual education, Ebonics, and the language of government
all combine to make Official English cthe biggest issue in cm
language policy today. While everyone seems to have an opinion
on the Official English question, few people are in:-_ionama
about it. Consider, for example, the following excerpts from writ-
ten student responses to the question. After reading a mro.nn news
article on the Language of Government Act (see the section The
1995-1997 Language of Government Acts), :.u:mmow wﬂ.cmn:nw
taking a writing placement test at the University of E.an were
asked to write an essay supporting or opposing Official mnm._..m:
legislation, Their essays reveal some of the confusion and misin-
formation surrounding current or proposed language policy:

+ The (Official English) movement starred as a way of keeping
public doctors speaking English.

+ The entire language would have to be given up because England
started the language.

+ Renaming every object with a foreign title would create numet-
ous problems. . . . It is illogical to have one man living in
Colorado and his next-door neighbor living in Colored,

+ 1f one is going to be unfair, one may as well be unfair equally to
everyone. | support the Official English movement on nv.n basis
that anything short of recognizing afl foreign languages is
selecrively unfair,
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+ Officially recognized words should include all of what the
average citizen can understand.

¢ In an English Only system, new words will not be aceepted.,
New technology, techniques, diseases, and theories will not be
properly named,

¢ The United States is built on foreign words and ideas. . . . U.S.
government and society could not have been formed if commu-
nism, capitalism, calculus, bacteria, and so forth had not been
discovered by foreign peopie.

¢ The immigrants are in the same position, They wanted to come
to the United States just as I decided to transfer to the University
of lllinois. I had ro adapt to the way of life at this university,

¢ English Only will help ensure that the future immigrants who
come here are dead serious about becoming productive members
of our society.

On one level, the answer to the question of whether English
should be official in the United States is a no-brainer: English has
always been the language in which most of the country’s busi-
ness has been transacted, so as the last comment above indicates,
it would make sense that knowing English might facilitate fuller
participation in that business, might better enable people to en-
ter into the governmental, economic, ed ucational, and social main-
stream. Indeed, most student responses touched on these points.
But on another, more complex level, the answer to the English
Only question is not simple at all, Knowing English is one thing;
requiring it is another. Legislation supporting English often is—
or appears to be—a way of telling non-English-speakers that they
are not welcome. One international student taking the placement
test picks up on this, writing, “The language is probably the only
thing by which Americans can demonstrate their superiority to-
wards us, foreigners. . . . Many foreign immigrants take away
jobs from American people, and international students by far
outsmart U.S, citizens.”

Unfortunately, this response overestimates the success of im-
migrants both in the classroom and in the workforce. For ex-
ample, a recent New York Times report reminds us that the
stereotype of the overachieving, mathematically minded Asian

immigrant is in need of revision. Not all Asian Americans fit the
mold of the overrepresented “model minority.” According to the
1990 census, nearly two-thirds of Hmong families from South-
east Asia live below the poverty line, compared with only 7 per-
cent of Japanese Americans and 13 percent of the nation as a
whole. Only 3 percent of Hmong and 6 percent of Cambodians
in this country have college degrees, compared with 60 percent
of Asian Indians and 40 percent of Chinese (Sengupta 1997).

School dropout rates for children with limited English profi-
ciency may be high, but they have been high for most of this
century. What supporters of Official English fail to acknowledge
is that immigrants, not to mention women and minorities, have
often found that even if they do master standard English, they
are still denied access to the mainstream.

Official English legislation sends a negarive message. It also
sends an unnecessary one, since the English language is not un-
der attack in this country. People who do not speak English want
to learn it. There are not enough spaces in English-language classes
to meet the demand. Census reports continue to underscore the
fact that, while many people in this country speak other lan-
guages, 97 percent of U.S. residents claim to speak English well.
Even if this is just a claim~—that is, even if some of those respond-
ing to the question do not speak English particularly weli—their
answer clearly indicates thar they know that speaking English
well is desirable.

Apparently no one needs to encourage the children of non-
English-speakers to switch to English: indeed, the concern of most
non-Anglophone parents in the United States has always been
that their children, in adopting English, all too quickly reject their
first language and the cultural heritage that accompanies it. My
college students routinely report how they hated going to Chi-
nese School or Hindi School or Greek School or Korean School
when they were younger, and how much they now regret the
language loss that prevents them from fully engaging with their
culture, makes speaking to grandparents difficult, or hinders com-
munication when they visit the old country.

The official language question is frequently tied to the schools,
particularly targeting programs in bilingual education, Federal
official language bills proposed in Congress typically seek to elimi-
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nate bilingual ballots and bilingual education. California’s Propo-
sition 227, passed in 1298, required that all schools in the state
immediately shift from multiyear bilingual education programs
to one-year English immersion programs for its limited-English-
speaking students,
Itis not clear that immersion will work better, or worse, than
bilingual education. The novelist Chang-rae Lee commented in
the New York Times several years ago on his own immersion, as
a young Korean speaker, in an English Only school, long before
.unroo_m thought to do anything about thejr non-English-speak-
Ing students: “I had spent kindergarten in almost complete si-
lence, hearing only the high nasality of my teacher and
comprehending little bue the cranky wails and cries of my class-
mates” (Lee 1996, A17), Somehow-—not through the efforts of
the school~—Lee learned English, not an unusual story to hear
from non-Anglophone immigrant children. Nowadays, at least,
the schools feel the need to teach language, whether English or a
foreign language. But adding to the complexity of the U.S. lan-
guage policy situation is the fact that no one seems to know how
to teach language very well. U.S. schools have failed miserably in
n_wo_n attempts to turn out students who can speak or read for-
eign languages with any degree of fluency. California’s voters have
forgorten thar the failure of immersion programs was what led
to bilingual education in the first place. Now, after twenty-five
years of bilingual education, many people are convinced thar
schools do not teach English any better than they teach French,
Spanish, German, or Latin, It may be that, except perhaps for
the playground, school is not the best place to learn 2 language.

Arizona: A Punitive Law Struck Down

In the spring of 1998, the Arizona Supreme Court ruled that
state’s official language law unconstitutional, Arizona’s Qfficial
English law, passed by 51 percent of the state’s voters, was the
most detailed and the most restrictive of any of the twenty-three
state official language laws currently on the books, affecting all
political subdivisions, departments, agencies, and organizations
of the state, including municipal and township governments. It
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required all government officials and employees—from the gov-

ernor down to the dogcatcher—to use English and only English

during the performance of government business. The law was
challenged in the federal courts by a state employee and defended

by a private group, Arizonans for Official English. A U.S. district
court found the law unconstitutional on free-speech grounds. That
ruling was upheld by the U.S. court of appeals. But in 1997, the
Supreme Court refused to rule on the case, returning it to the
state courts on a technicality: the plaintiff in the case no longer
worked for the state of Arizona. The Arizona Supreme Court
found that the law “chills First Amendment rights” and violates
the federal Constitution as well as the equal protection clause of
the Fourteenth Amendment, This is the first official language law
to be overturned by the courts since the 1920s, when the U.S.
Supreme Court ruled in Meyer v. Nebraska thar state laws pro-
hibiting the teaching of foreign languages in schools were uncon-
stitutional. The state court opinion emphasizes that it would not
throw out less restrictive language laws, nor does its decision
support the official use of Spanish or other tongues: “Nothing in
this opinion compels any Arizona governmental entity to pro-
vide any service in a language other than English” {Davenport
1998). But the law’s supporters have nonetheless vowed to ap-
peal the state court decision to the U.S, Supreme Courr.

Other states have weighed in, if briefly, on the official lan-
guage question. In 1996 the county executive of Suffolk County,
New York, vetoed a proposal that would have made English the
official language of the county. Official English has not proved
popular in the Northeast, at least on the scare level, with only
New Hampshire having an official language law on its books
(Perez-Pena 1996). But ar the local level, some towns in New
York and New Jersey, where established residents fear that new
immigrants will overwhelm them and turn the town into a “for-
eign country,” have adopted new sign laws requiring that half of
any commercial sign in a foreign language be in English (Lee
199€). Ironically, these older, established residents are themselves
the descendants of immigranes who had an earlier generation of
English Only sign laws directed against them in the early 1900s.

Other areas have seen Official English activity as well. In
May 1998, the commissioner of Kootenai County, Idaho, urged
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the state’s Republicans to adopt an Official English plank and
pressed the state legislature 1o mandate that all state business
and publications be done in English (Coddington 1998). Interest
at the state Republican convention in June proved minimal, how-
ever, and the discussion was dropped. Advocates for Official
English in Missouri garnered some new support in early 1998
when they added extra funding for English classes to their pro-
posed law (unlike other states, Missouri does not give schools
extra funding for ESL classes) and softened their tone by declar-
ing English the “common language” rather than the “official lan-
guage” of Missouri. Opponents of the measure fear that the bill

.iE backfire, encouraging discrimination against the very people
it seeks to help (Sanchez 1998 ).

Ebonics and Official English

An Official English backlash accompanied the Ebonics contro-
versy in 1996. When the board of the Oakland, California, Uni-
fied School District passed a resolution on December 18 of that
year declaring Ebonies the native language of its African Ameri-
can children—a separate language and not 2 dialect of English—
the an.n_»_.»ao: was greeted by the nation as an act of linguistic
secession,

The Qakland Resolution, which was later modified, is based
on a recommendation by a panel charged with studying all the
problems of the Oakland schools. That panel spent a long time
trying to decide why Oakland’s African American schoolchildren
had lower grades and standardized test scores, and were more
likely to be in remedial than advanced classes, compared to other
racial or ethnic groups, The panelissued a detailed report calling
for a number of changes, including remodeling classrooms, im-
proving educational materials, decreasing student-teacher ratios,
and improving teacher morale. In other words, their conclusion
was that a lot of things besides language are “wrong” with the
Oakland schools and need to be addressed before there will be any
improvement in such things as graduation rates and reading scores.

Prodded by political activists in the community, however, the
Oakland School Board seized only on the language issue in its
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resolution, and that in turn is what brought nationa! attention to
Qakland. The resolution—which some school board members
later claimed they had not read—asserted that Ebonics or “Afri-
can Language Systems are genetically based and not a dialect of
English.” In effect, the media seemed 10 say, Oakland was declar-
ing Ebonics to be its official language. That in turn was perceived
as downright un-American, so much so that the Oakland Schoo!
Board had to immediately recant and insist, in a revised resolu-
tion issued on January 15, 1996, that it was only trying to em-
phasize the need to use second-language learning techniques to
help Oakland’s black students make the transition from Ebonics
to standard English (Qakland 1993).

One striking absence from the Ebonics debate was an exami-
nation of why at least some people in Oakland felt the need to
define Ebonics as a distinct language in the first place. Defining
speech as a language or a dialect has political as well as gram-
matical implications, and taking control of language is one way
to assert independence and exercise political power. But it was
quickly made clear that a majority of Americans, including a sig-
nificant number of middle-class African Americans, could sup-
port such independence only if it were couched in standard,
“official” English,

Some legislators around the country quickly sought to out-
law Ebonics. A resolution was introduced in the Virginia legisla-
ture to that end, and a Michigan lawmaker hoped to make English
the official language of that state in order to make it clear that
there was no room for Official Ebonics (Cole 1997). One young
African American commentator went even further, asking hope-
fully when African American students would be required to use
only English in the classroom (Carter 1998). Carter, a journalism
fellow at the conservative Heritage Foundation, expresses the
sentiment of many middle-class African Americans, who think
of Ebonics not as a separate language bur as simply bad English.
Carter adds:

Elevating bad grammar and street slang to the status of a Jan-
guage is not the way to raise standards of achievement for our
children. . . . There's nothing worse that a school board could do
to ruin a child’s self-esteem than 1o create a special language for
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blacks. ... 1 mean, it's one thing to “get black” with friends and
family members in private and quite another to try to elevate a

form of bad English, regardless of its origin, to the level of a
language.

Responses to the Ebonics issue at the University of Illinois
suggest that the view of language in the black community is more
complex. While both African American faculty and students were
clear in their insistence that the rights of Oakland’s black chil-
dren were endangered, they split on the issue of language, In a
number of forums held on campus to discuss the question of
Ebonics, a kind of generation gap made itself evident when Afri-
can Americans commented on the situation. Many of the black
faculty participating in these forums had come from working-
class or rural backgrounds and were the first in their families to
attend college. Many of them had also come of age during the
civil rights era. They tended to support Ebonics, the viability of
Black English as a medium of communication, and Qakland’s
initial radical stand. In contrast, many black students, particu-
larly those from suburban middle- and upper-middle-class fami-
lies, rejected the whole concept of Ebonics, insisting like Carter
that they had been raised to believe there were no significant
racial varieties of language, just good English and bad English.
Ebonics to them was not the radical cause the faculty seemed to
favor; instead, the students saw Ebonics at best as slang, at worst
as what one student labeled “Leroy English,” the stereotypical,
incorrect English of the inner city whose celebration or exploita-
tion they found embarrassing and essentially racist. To these stu-
dents, more conservative than their faculty mentors, the inner
city could have no viable official language separate from and
equal to the official language of the whole country.

The 1995-1997 Language of Government Acts

Since the 1980s, the U.S. Congress has annually considered, and
failed to act on, measures to make English the official language
of the nation. Although close to half the states now have official
language laws, most of them enacted in the past fifteen years,
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constitutional amendments making English official seem destined
to die in legislative commitree, A constitutional amendment was
introduced once again in 1997 (H.J. Res. 37). It is a bit more
detailed than previous amendment proposals, requiring English
in some specific instances, and like other official language amend-
ments, it is likély to die in commitree:

Section 1. The English language shall be the officia) language of
the United States. As che official language, the English language
shall be used for all public acts including every order, resolution,
vore or election, and for all records and judicial proceedings of
the Government of the United States and the governments of the
several States.

Section 2. The Congress and the States shall enforce this article
by appropriate legislation.

Recently, supporters of Official English, who have kept up
the pressure for legislation at the state level, have tried a second
approach at the federal level, introducing bills in the House and
the Senate designed to make English the official language not of
the nation but of its government. Such laws require only a simple
majority of the House and Senate, plus a presidential signature,
whereas passage of a constitutional amendment requires a two-
thirds vote in each house, followed by ratification by three-fourths
of the states. These federal language bills have had various names,
but they tend to be similar in content and intent. The 1996 Lan-
guage of Government Act (LOGA), which passed the House on
August 1 of that year but died for lack of action in the Senate, is
a fair representative of the genre. It was reintroduced and passed
again by the House in 1997,

The LOGA was first introduced by the late Representative
Bill Emerson (R-MO) in 1995. Arguing that “it has been the
long-standing national belief that full citizenship in the United
States requires fluency in English,” the bill provides that “the
official language of the Federal Government is English.” Its lat-
est version notes as well thar “English is the preferred language
of communication among citizens of the United States” {H.R.
123 1996, 1). LOGA’s supporters claim that 86 percent of citi-
zens and 81 percent of immigrants want this bill: “The vast ma-
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_.A.:E‘.om citizens in this country are fed up with the
situation which has fostered linguistic welfare,”

! But the LOGA goes beyond simply designating English the
anguage of government—something it has clearly been for more

than two hundred years. LOGA repeals the Federa] Voting Rights

present day

opposed by the Justice Department, which argued
guage alone has not made us 4 nation. ;
cans by the principles enumerated in the Constitution and Bill of
Rights: freedom of speech, representativa democracy, respect for
due process, and equality and protection under the law” (U.S
Department of Justice 1996, 1}, -
The _..OO> bans naturalization ceremonies in languages other
nr.mn English. Further, i requires that federal employees use En-
glish when they conduct official business, and it asks them to
promore the language as well; federal officials “shall have an
affirmative obligation to preserve and enhance the role of En.

glish as the officia) language of the Federal Government” (H.R.

123 1996, §162). How they are to do this is not specified, but

“But our lan-
We are united as Ameri-

1. No person shall be denied services, assistance, or facilities,

directly or indirectly provided b
v the Federal Gove
because the person noBBcEnmRiumnw:m? ment, soley

2. m___oQ person in the United States is entitled to communicare
i_& representatives of the Federa) Government in English; to
receive information from or contribute information to the
m.&.n..m_ Government in English; and to be informed of or be
subject to official orders in English. (H.R. 123 1995, §163)

mbm:«r when communicating wi
all governmental orders and regul

in English. When regulations are

th the government. Moreover,
ations have always been drafred
translated from English 1o other
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languages, the English version has always been the only valid
version should questions arise. In case the government fails to
use English or discriminates against someone’s use of English,
however, the LOGA provides a remedy: “A person injured by a
violation of this chapter may in a civil action . . . obtain appro-
priate relief” (H.R. 123 1996, §164).

LOGA recognizes some exceptions to its general rules, For-
cign languages may be taught. Also excluded from the act are
requirements under the Individuals with Disabilities Education
Act, and actions required by national security, international rela-
tions, trade, or commerce. Languages other than English may be
used to protect public health and safety or to protect the victims
of crimes or ¢riminal defendants. The Bureau of the Census may
use other languages in carrying out its mission. And, to calm the
fears of those representatives who wondered aloud whether for-
eign words would have 1o be removed from the national cur-
rency, LOGA permits using terms of art such as habeas corpus or
phrases from languages other than English, for example e pluribus
unum-—a motto which, curiously enough, renders an important
aspect of “full citizenship in the Unired States” in a language
other than English. And finally, LOGA provides thar federal offi-
cials may communicate orally in a language other than English
while on official business if circumstances require ir.

Hearings on the LOGA were held before the House Subcom-
mittee on Early Childhood Youth and Families on October 18
and November 1, 1995, with only “friendly” witnesses permit-
ted to testify {House Subcommirtee 1995; academics were spe-
cifically excluded as witnesses). The majority report coming out
of the hearings, written by the House Republicans on the com-
mittee, after a nod to diversity, declares, “throughout the history
of the Unired States, the common thread binding individuals of
differing backgrounds has been a common language. In order to
preserve unity in diversity, and to prevent division along linguis-
tic lines, the Federal Government should maintain a language
common to all people.” English, in the majority view, will em-
power immigrants, and any money saved through the adoprion

of the LOGA would go to teaching English to immigrants.

Supporters of the bill played on fears of immigration and
overpopulation, arguing that over the past few decades, congres-



|MHENURE LEZIIUHUN 4NU LUNEHEEE ADKSE; American Language roucy

sional action and inaction resulted in a balkanized national lan-
guage policy. They complained that publishing government docu-
ments in languages other than English discourages immigrants
from learning English. And they noted with alarm that the Bu-
reau of the Census reports that over 320 different languages are
spoken in the United States. In rebuttal, opponents of the bill
reminded the committee that a General Accounting Office (GAQ)
investigation, ordered by the Republican majority on the com-
mittee whose line has consistently been that the government is
wasting a phenomenal amount of money on translation, found a
mere 265, or .06 percent of 400,000 federal documents, pub-
lished in foreign languages. In the face of this evidence, the House
Republicans on the committee prompuly switched their attention
away from numbers: “The point is not to quibble over facts and
figures but rather to focus on the bigger policy: is America going
to advocate policies like the learning of English to empower people
to realize the American dream? Or, do we continue the trend
toward the balkanization of languages, encouraging people to
interact only with those of similar backgrounds?” (House Sub-
committee 1995).

In their minority report, House Democrats produced 2n Alas-
kan language specialist who argued that “[tJhe common thread
has not been a common language but rather to ‘promote the gen-
eral welfare and secure the blessings of liberty to ourselves and
to our posterity”. . . . Division along linguistic lines has only been
created historically by Federal Government policy.” Democrats
further argued that even though Republicans have consistently
opposed frivolous lawsuits, the LOGA would encourage such
court-clogging suits by permitting anyone who felt wronged to
sue in civil court.

The Senate Committee on Governmental Affairs also held a
hearing on its version of the LOGA on March 7, 1996, At this
hearing, Hawaiian and Native American groups argued that the
bill should pass only if it is amended to “ guarantee the revitaliza-
tion and perpetuation of the indigenous languages of the United
States™ (Senate Commirres 1996). Although the Navajo Nation
opposed the LOGA, other Native American groups made sup-
port for their languages a condition of their support for the LOGA:
“In recognizing English as the official language of the United
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m.n»ﬂa. Congress must, at the same time, reaffirm Indian sover-
eign rights regarding the use of our own languages to protect an
important part of Native American culture from becoming ex-
tinct.” The statement of the National Congress of American In-
.&usm stressed that Native Americans are sovereign nations, not
in the same class as the immigrants who are the target of the
LOGA: “American Indian and Alaska Native people . . . are not
simply ‘ethnic grou ps.'"

As a result of the testimony of these Native Am
the Senate bill was amended to read, “The official language of
the Government of the United States is English excepr for special

ages whick are the national
languages of the United States.” The House version of the bill

was similarly amended to read, “The act shall not limie the pres.
ervation or use of Native Alaskan or Natjve American languages.”

erican groups,

English Plus

In addition to the various Language of Government acts, mem-
bers of Congress have also been presented with a more user-
friendly position in the English Plus Resolution, which recognizes
both the importance of learning English and the need to learn
other languages. In seeking to preserve the heritage of Native
American, Hawaiian, and Alaskan languages, to strengthen the
United States in the world political and economic arenas, and to
protect those whose English is limited, the resolution teminds
Americans of their historical diversity, promotes multilingualism
as 2 valuable asset in the global economy, notes thar English is

spoken by 94 percent of U 5. residents, and warns that English
Only measures

violate traditions of culrural pluralism,
ethnie lines, jeopardiza the provision o
health, education, and other vital servi
is limited, impair government efficiency; . | | represent an unwar-
ranted Federal regulation of self-expression, abrogate constity-
tional rights to freedom of expression and equal protection of
the laws . , . and coneradict the spirit of the 1923 Supreme Court
case Meyer v. Nebraska, wherein the Court declared that “The

divide communities along
flaw enforcement, public
¢es to those whose English

- 24 ~



Language Legislation and Language Abuse: American Language Policy

protection of the Constitution extends to all; 1o those who speak

other languages as well as 1o those born with English on the
tongue.” (H. Con. Res. 4 1997)

Both the Language of Government Acts of 1997 and the English
Plus Resolution remain in committee ar this writing.

The Future of Official Language Legislation

It would be rash to predict what will happen to official language
legislation in the United States in the future. To illustrate,
California’s Proposition 227 ending bilingual education was
passed on June 2, 1998. It has already survived one major test in
federal court, and opponents of the measure have appealed to
the U.S. Court of Appeals for the Ninth Circuit. As I write, the
public schools of Los Angeles, California, are scurrying to dis-
mantle their twenty-five-year-old bilingual education system and
implement an English immersion curriculum before the opening
of the fall term less than a week from now, not even sure that
what they come up with wil] be legal under Proposition 227. The
law reads, in part, “all children in California public schools shall
be taught English by being taught in English™ (Anderson 19983,
English immersion is mandated for a period “not normally in-
tended to exceed one year,” and mainstreaming is to occur once
students achieve “a good working knowledge” of English, though
the law does not specify whar that may mean.t

At a recent meeting, school principals faced with structured
immersion asked Los Angeles districe officials how much non-
English talk would be permirted in a classroom full of non-
Anglophones? None? Ten percent? Twenty percent? And in what
contexts? Introducing new material? Reviewing what students
should already know? The law specifies that English-immersion
classes conduct “nearly all” their business in English. The meet-
ing produced no clear answers. Other school districts in Califor-
nia, including Oakland and $an Francisco, have announced that
they plan to ignore Proposition 227 and keep their bilingual pro-
grams until directed otherwise by the courts, while still other
districts see no problem either making the switch to immersion
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or mainstreaming non-Anglophones after they have completed
their one year of structured English immersion. The _ps_. does
provide that parents may apply annually to have ﬂro:.nr__a_.n:
kept in bilingual programs, and state education officials have
advised school districts that such petitions must be approved
unless there is “substantial evidence” to deny them. In addition,
any school with twenty or more approved petitions must oﬂnn
bilingual education. The situation in California is currently fluid,
or chaotic, depending on who is describing it. Supporters of Propo-
sition 227 complain that the state has misinterpreted the law,
and that local districts are going out of their way to subvert the
will of the people, as expressed in the referendum. The state itself
has said it will review its implementation decisions in four months
1o see what changes need to be made.

At the federal level, no one can tell if this will be the year for
passage of a Puerto Rico statehood referendum. While the mvumwnn
of the House, Newt Gingrich, on record in the past as favoring
Official English, has openly begun to court mo:nrinunn_ﬁ. His-
panic/Latino voters for his party, the Republican Senate majority
leader, Trent Lott, has stated that there is no room on the calen-
dar for a Senate vote on the Puerto Rico issue. The Language of
Government Act continues to hover in the wings. President
Clinton, who openly opposed Proposition 227, has indicated that
he would not sign such a bill, if passed, though he did sign
Arkansas’s official language law when he was governor of that
state,

What does remain clear is that official language legislation is
not necessary. According to Dorothy Waggoner (1995), in her
analysis of 1990 census data, although the foreign-born popula-
tion of the United States increased between 1980 and 1990, the
percentage of immigrants with difficulty speaking English who
come from homes where languages other than English are spo-
ken is actually declining, Waggoner concludes:

People who speak languages other than English are less likely to
have difficulty speaking English now than a decade ago. English-
speaking difficulty is directly related to the length of time . . .
spent in the United States. Native-born home speakers of non-
English languages are less likely to have difficulty than immi-
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grants and immigrants who have Spent more than ten years here

Munm Mw.u.mm_wro_w to have difficulty than their counterparts in 1980,

Despite the fact that Miam; or an urban emergency room m:

seem like a “foreign country” to some American visitors, all ;;
m_nmnoﬁ confirm that English is alive and well in the Cb#na,mﬁmnm
The United mnmﬂ.om, without an official language law, has had mo:
success getting its population to speak a common language nrm_
any of the seventy-nine nations of the world with official |a)
guage laws on their books. The languages in danger of disa;
pearing are &o minority languages, and it is imperative that ¢}
nation craft its language policy to address that problem rath:
than to protect an English language that is doing fine on its ow

Note

1. As expected, the California propositi i
. N or position found followers in oth
100. Arizona has Proposition 203 on the November 2000 _um__on.n MMWM

1ssues zre similar to California’s Proposition 227, See more on this

introduction. intt
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